CHAPTER X
THE CELL OF LICE
WHEN I came to, it was to pitch darkness. I was lying on my back
somewhere, not full out but with my neck and head against my
chest in a position which I was finding extremely uncomfortable.
The air I breathed in was warm and stank horribly*
In the pitch darkness that acrid smell was a powerful reviver* I
squirmed to a sitting position and put my hand down beside me. I
withdrew it hurriedly on contact with something soft and sticky
which seemed to confirm one of the disgusting possibilities of my
situation and the smell's origin. I put my hand to the wall behind
me, against which I had been reclining, and scrambled to a standing
position. Only the fear of falling again among the mess on the floor
held me upright, for my head had met a stunning wallop on the
invisible ceiling. Evidently I couldn't stand bolt upright. When the
pain of my head had eased a spot I felt cautiously about me.
There was a wall about twice the breadth of my shoulders. Stone
it felt like, rough, undressed. I could feel the narrow gaps between
the stones unfilled with mortar. At right angles there was another
wall. This was longer, possibly twice the other. Another short,
another long wall. I felt up to the ceiling. It was stone also. I hadn't
the courage to touch the floor with my naked hand again, I was in a
stone box, oblong in shape, about three feet wide and five feet long,
and less than six feet high. Pitch dark, warm heavy air, no door, no
windows. I was buried alive!
When the thought forced itself on me I wasn't wildly panicky.
It wasn't quite like finding oneself in a coffin, I suppose. I could
move. There was room to turn, to crouch, to lie, to flex one's muscles
in. And one could shout. Yes, shout. Hallo! Hallo! My voice
sounded dull and lifeless in the chamber. I shouted again louder.
I thought it would hit back sharply off the stonework. But no. Hallo S
Hallo ! I could scarcely hear myself. How thick these walls must be.
But stone would echo, however thick, I imagined. Would it if It
were deep in the earth ? My mind stood still with this possibility.
But someone had put me here. And this stuff on the floor. Someone
else had lived here and on this floor performed the actions of living.
Smells are forgotten, even the foulest, when the nose is foil of
195